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1 Summary

On March 26, 2020 Twitter announced a takedown of accounts targeting Ser-
bian Twitter users. Twitter reported that this network—consisting of approxi-
mately 8,500 accounts and more than 43 million tweets—acted in concert to
cheerlead for President Aleksandar Vuci¢ and his party, to attack his oppo-
nents, and to boost the popularity and visibility of other content serving these
ends. In this paper, we describe the contours of this operation and the tactics
it used to achieve its aims.

2 Background

Serbian politics have reached a new inflection point in recent years. Alek-
sandar Vuci¢, who was elected president in 2017, has been accused of using
authoritarian means to entrench himself in power—in particular, by using
state resources, including public media and the justice system, against his
opponents and by moving to concentrate power in the office of the presidency.
In response, many Serbians have taken part in an ongoing protest known as
“1 of 5 Million,” after Vuéi¢’s claim that he “would not fulfill a single demand...
even if there were five million of you.” (The population of Serbia is a little
over seven million.) As the protests have shifted and fluctuated in response to
political events in Serbia—including violence against prominent members of
the opposition and a plagiarism scandal—Vuci¢ has maneuvered to sap their
energy, including by arranging an elaborate state visit by Vladimir Putin and
by organizing a counter demonstration called “The Future of Serbia.”


https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/27847/two-decades-after-the-fall-of-milosevic-dictatorship-is-returning-to-serbia
https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/27847/two-decades-after-the-fall-of-milosevic-dictatorship-is-returning-to-serbia
https://freedomhouse.org/country/serbia/freedom-world/2019
https://freedomhouse.org/country/serbia/freedom-world/2019
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/03/09/how-aleksandar-vucic-became-europes-favorite-autocrat/
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-46772500
https://www.degruyter.com/view/j/openps.2019.2.issue-1/openps-2019-0001/openps-2019-0001.xml
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-serbia-protests-idUSKBN1O70S7
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-serbia-protests-idUSKBN1O70S7
https://www.rferl.org/a/out-of-5-million-serbian-protests-resume-shine-spotlight-on-plagiarism/30189355.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/01/17/world/europe/serbia-putin-russia-belgrade-vucic.html
https://balkaninsight.com/2019/04/24/vucic-rally-may-have-silenced-serbias-protest-movement/
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3 Operation Overview

Against this backdrop, a large network of Twitter accounts worked steadily
to legitimate Vuci¢’s policies and undercut public support for his opponents,
including those involved in the “1 of 5 Million” movement. This network was
extensive: 8,558 accounts tweeted more than 43 million times (over 85% of
which were retweets).

Number of Tweets Per Day, 2015-2019

Tweet Time
2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

20K

L e L
. IITRTL L PR PR

Figure 1: While some accounts were active as early as 2009, the network began
ramping up in mid-2018, right before the “1 of 5 Million” protests began. We
found no evidence that preexisting accounts were purchased or reused for
the purposes of this operation.
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Accounts Created Per Day, 2015-2019

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

90

ounts Created

40

Number of Accy

Figure 2: A large number of the accounts were created in mid-2018 and mid-
2019.

These accounts reached approximately 2,356,000 followers in total (with an
undetermined number of duplicates), but the median account had only 66
followers; the top 500 accounts accounted for more than half of the net-
work’s total number of followers. Two of the most popular accounts in the
network—@belilavll and @lkujovic—had 12,167 and 10,867 followers and
attracted 331,691 and 393,356 total engagements (quotes, replies, likes, and
retweets) across the lifetime of their accounts.
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'z A Belilav " _
0 @belilavi1 \ Follow v

Jeremic¢ ima sli¢an problem kao §to ima
Dilas. Obojica misle da je nas narod toliko
zaboravan da se ne seca koliko su mu zla
njin dvojica naneli dok su bili na vlasti.

12:41 PM - 30 Dec 2019

139 Retweets 142 Likes @ e .“.‘,' ] :w “' o 3 f .
oo . { &

Q 11 139 ) 142

Figure 3: An archived tweet by @belilavl1 attacking the opposition politicians
Vuk Jeremi¢ and Dragan Dilas. “Jeremic has a similar problem to the one
Djilas has. They both think that our people are so oblivious that they do not
remember how much harm they have inflicted on them while in power.” The
original tweet also linked to an article on informer.rs criticizing Jeremic. Via
archive.org.

Just as the accounts did not tend to gain many followers, their content did not

tend, on the whole, to attract much engagement from other Twitter users. The
top-performing accounts did manage to get some traction:

Account Follower Count Profile Description

@1kujovic 10,867 Profes'c.)r srpskog jezika, borac 11.2
za Srbiju i srpstvo

@grofodValjeva 11,416 [none] 9.4

@Dbelilavll 12,167 [none] 6.4

@Ugljesa_d 10,764 [none] 1.8
Nasmej se zato ako ti kazu

@Atenjaningd 9,353 da si mali ¢ovek. Nema maloga 1.0

prijatelja i male tajne. Nema
maloga Coveka i male ljubavi...

But they were the exception rather than the rule. The median account in
this network received only four reactions (like, retweet, quote, or reply) in its
entire lifetime. Out of 8,558 accounts, 3,244 did not receive a single reaction
over the course of their existence. As we describe below, this is partially due to
the fact that many of these accounts were engaged only in retweeting @avucic
and other pro-Vuci¢ accounts.

Individual tweets did not do particularly well, either. The best-performing
tweet in the dataset, which consisted of “4Autumn” and what appeared to be a
video of an autumnal scene—this video was not included in the data provided

Mean Engage-
ment/Tweet


https://informer.rs/vesti/politika/482519/jovanov-razmontirao-jeremica-vuce-sve-crnoj-gori-rekao-razgovoru-rocenom
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by Twitter and was not reviewed for this report—received 1,044 retweets, 1,283
likes, 23 quote tweets, and 13 replies, for a total engagement of 2,363.

Kosta Radic
#Autumn

2:46 AM - 7 Sep 2019
241 Retweets 396 Lies (@) 9 @ J; 8000 %
un ene

Q3 o211 QO a3

Kosta Radic @RadicKosta - Sep 8 v
Dobro jutro svim mojim dragim prijateljicama i prijateljima , Zelim vam uspe$an

dan!

Q u Q 3

Figure 4: The highest performing tweet in the dataset. The profile @RadicK-
osta, the profile picture for which was stolen from the wikipedia page for
Ayrton Senna, tweeted English-language content like this alongside pro-
government commentary. Via archive.org.

But in general the tweets taken down by Twitter did not receive substantial
engagement. In fact, 41,495,932 out of 43,067,074 tweets (96.3%) received no
likes; 42,064,826 (96.7%) received no retweets; 42,350,531 (98.3%) received no
replies; and 43,016,124 (99.9%) were not quoted.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ayrton_Senna
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ayrton_Senna
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Number of tweets with Given Number of Likes

100,000,000
50,000,000

10,000,000
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Number of Tweets
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BBRRTTEE

Tl

49
517
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451
473

Figure 5: Over 96% of the tweets received zero likes.

The low engagement of the content overall suggests a spam-like quality; and
indeed, while the political dimension of their content is clear, the majority of
accounts created after mid-2018 did not serve as content creators, but simply
retweeted others or latched on to existing trends. As a result, as the network
began ramping up, the number of accounts engaging in spam-like behavior
and receiving zero likes increased, driving the network’s average like count
down:

Number of Tweets and Average Like Count Per Day, 2015-2019

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 Measure Names
26 W Avg. like_count
I Number of Records

24 : - 140K
130K
120K
110K

- 100K

Number of Tweets

a

Figure 6: As the number of accounts tweeting increased, the average likes
received per day decreased.
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Of course, many of these accounts were not intended to generate engagement
with other Twitter users; instead, they existed primarily to boost retweet and
reply counts for other accounts. This was consistent with the political aims of
this network, which revolved around artificially boosting Vuci¢ and his allies
on Twitter.

4 Political Aims

Above we mentioned that these accounts were primarily invested in three
things:

1. Cheerleading for Vuci¢ and his party, SNS (The Serbian Progressive
Party)

2. Boosting Vucié-aligned content
3. Attacking the opposition

Next we’ll look at each of these functions.

4.1 Promoting Vuci¢ and SNS

In general, the accounts worked steadily to boost Vuci¢ and SNS on Twit-
ter—retweeting and replying with positive messages to their tweets—and to
cheerlead for Vucié¢ and his party through the political unrest unfolding in
Serbia. A summary of the mentions and retweets in the dataset shows the
degree to which this operation was centered around Vudéié, his party (SNS),
and news sources friendly to him. The accounts retweeted Vucié-aligned ac-
counts liberally. They retweeted @avucic 1,700,122 times, but they retweeted
pro-Vucié news sources even more often:

Mentions of @avucic per Day, 2015-2019

Tweet Time
2015 2016 201 2018 2019

Number of Mentions

Figure 7: Mentions of @avucic from 2015-2019.



Account

@avucic

(Aleksandar Vucic)
@sns_srbija

(official account

of SNS)
@InformerNovine
(SNS-aligned website)
@MilenkoJovanov

(Vice President of SNS)
@markodjuric

(Director of the Office for
Kosovo and Metohija)
@TanjugNews

(state news agency)
@ALOnovine
(SNS-aligned website)
@VucevicM

(Mayor of Novi Sad)
@KancelarijaKiM
(Government of Serbia
in Kosovo and Metohija)
@SerbianPM

(Ana Brnabic,

Prime Minister of Serbia)
Total

Mentions

6,156,226

5,920,209

2,107,067

1,502,324

1,437,248

978,217
783,637

682,818

649,425

519,474

20,736,645
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Retweets
1,700,122

4,522,455

1,806,597

1,071,396

469,041

849,521
665,560

427,666

557,924

431,846

12,502,128

Replies
133,486

111,331

40,555

27,169

11,005

18,942
14,113

9,843

13,058

5,846

385,348
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The accounts weren'’t just mentioning @avucic (and other SNS-aligned ac-
counts) directly; they were also pumping pro-Vuci¢ hashtags: #Vucic was
tweeted over 2 million times.

#Vucic and #vucic

Tweet Time Total Engagement
2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2

0 8,361

Number of Tweets

Figure 8: The accounts tweeted #Vucic and #vucic more than 2 million times.

The tweets with these hashtags that got the most engagement were all cheer-
leading tweets:

« “Serbia is with Vuci¢! #Vucic #SNS” [“Srbija je uz Vucica!”] - 191 total
engagement (October 27, 2019)

+ “The laws enforced by the yellows were to the detriment of the citizens,
and played into the hands of criminals. Today, we are fighting for a
better and healthier society, for the victory of law and justice over crime.
#kzn #Vucic @avucic.” ["Zakoni koje su sprovodili Zuti su bili na Stetu
gradana, a isli su na ruku kriminalcima. Mi se danas borimo za bolje i
zdravije drustvo, za pobedu prava i pravde nad kriminalom.”] - 172 total
engagement (January 12, 2019)

+ “The opposition has no right to constantly accuse the authorities of
what they themselves have done. When the Democratic Party leaders
were in power they allowed Serbia’s borders to be diminished and let
Albanians to declare Kosovo independent. #WEFDavos #wef2019 #Vucic.”
[“Opozicija nema pravo da konstantno optuzuje vlast za ono Sto su uradili
oni. Lideri DS kad su bili na vlasti su dozvolili da se prekrajaju granice
Srbije, da Albnci proglase nezavisno Kosovo.”] - 159 total engagement
(January 24, 2019)

Likewise, the accounts tweeted #brzejacebolje and #BrzeJaceBolje (“Faster,
Stronger, Better”—Vucié’s slogan in the 2017 election) more than 897,000 times:

11


https://informer.rs/vesti/politika/318629/video-brze-jace-bolje-poslusajte-himnu-predsednicke-kampanje-aleksandra-vucica
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#brzejacebolje and #BrzeJaceBolje
Tweet Time Total Engagement
2017 2018 2019 2020
0 1,664

Number of Tweets

Figure 9: Tweets featuring #brzejacebolje and #BrzeJaceBolje

Naturally, tweets featuring these hashtags were supportive of President Vuéic¢’s
efforts:

« “Our retirees appreciate President Vucic, see that he is sincerely fighting
like a lion for Serbia! #vucic #brzejacebolje.” [“Nasi penzioneri cene
predsednika Vuciéa, vide da se iskreno i lavovski bori za Srbiju!”] - 103
total engagement (January 29, 2019)

+ “The hard work and effort he has put in to preserving peace in the re-
gion has paid off. Congratulations to President Vuéié!” #vucic #brzejace-
bolje.” [“Naporan rad i uloZen trud da se sacuva mir u regionu se isplatio.
Cestitke predsedniku Vuciéu!”] - 102 total engagement (December 1,
2018)

+ “We won today, and the Albanians need to understand that the only so-
lution is in agreement with Belgrade. #vucic #brzejacebolje.” [“Pobedili
smo danas, a Albanci treba da shvate da je jedino reSenje u dogovoru sa
Beogradom.”’] - 97 total engagement (November 20, 2018)

4.2 Boosting Pro-Vuci¢ Content

Another major function of the accounts was to push out links to content on
SNS-aligned news websites. In all, they circulated over 14.8 million links, more
than 65% of which went to five pro-Vuci¢ websites: sns.org.rs and vucic.rs
(official sites of Vuci¢ and his party, SNS); informer.rs and alo.rs (popular
pro-government tabloids); and pink.rs (a top Serbian tv station).

12
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Figure 10: Over 40% of outbound URLSs sent users to sns.org.rs and informer.rs

4.3 Attacking the Opposition

Finally, the accounts included in the takedown consistently attacked oppo-
sition politicians and parties. These attacks came in the form of a) deri-
sive tweets that tried to co-opt established hashtags and b) dogpiling onto
opposition-related tweets in order to dominate the replies.

Dragan bilas, the Mayor of Belgrade and president of the Party of Freedom and
Justice (SSP), was a particularly frequent target of these accounts. One popular
tweet (127 total interactions) shows the tack many of the accounts took: “Here,
since unfortunately Pindi¢ [former Prime Minister of Serbia and Mayor of
Belgrade] is not alive and can’t ask you, I'm here to ask you @DraganDjilas,
how does one become a millionaire in ten years in power and how do you
think he looks at you all from above? @SavezZaSRB #PoceloJe #izbori #Srbija
#BuducnostSrbije #opozicija #lod5Miliona.” The hashtags #PoceloJe (“It has
begun”) and #1lod5Miliona (“1 in 5 million”) are associated with the protests
and typically used by the opposition. In all, @DraganDjilas was mentioned
342,348 times (including retweets); @SavezZaSRB (Alliance for Serbia, the
coalition of opposition parties), was mentioned 310,781 times; @jeremic_vuk
(Vuk Jeremié, the former Minister of Foreign Affairs and another prominent
opposition politician), was mentioned 235,354 times.

Another tactic the network used was dogpiling on to opposition tweets and
leaving critical replies to give users the impression of unpopularity. A May 23
tweet by the Democratic Party, for example, was replied to by 25 accounts in
the dataset (at time of writing, this tweet has 47 replies). All of these replies
were critical: “@demokrate @draganarakich @OnlineDad If you continue like
this, you will surely remain eternal losers, and I sincerely hope that you do.”

13
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Demokratska stranka @ @demokrate - 2 [F[# v
U toku KZM koalicije #DaOslobodimoBeograd, medijima se obraca Vesna Rakié-
Vodineli¢: SNS je zastradivanjem i ucenama sprecio tri romska udruzenja da

Jjavno podrZe nasu listu

ey org s “‘:MOKPAIQ o0y s A AEDEA P

K Arc VRABIBEOIPA A ~rasns SOTIEAR
HRABBEOIRA - CoEOPAZ .., meoni,
4A W beograd ds org g AEMOKPATCM . Bl

1OKPATCK 48 CTRaHKA
CT N

4 Maja Videnovic

Q3 11 14 O a7

Nostalgija @heppiness0 - 1 E5[ v
Svi oni Romi koje ste raseljavali sa Djilasom ne slaZu se sa vama. Nije vam
Vugi¢ kriv za sve iako uporno pokusavate da prikaZete da ne tako
O u O 1
night's watch @soljinac - 1 Kl ~
! Ta prethodna vlast se bezobzirno ophodila prema Romima i sada se ¢ude Sto ti
isti Romi ne Zele da ih podrze?!
O 2 n (VA

Veseli Umetnik @VeselilUmetnik - 1 Fif ~
Pa ko bi Zeleo da glasa za takav olo§ ?

O 1 n QO 4

2. Poslednji mohikanac @poslednjimohik2 - 1 Effa v
4 Niko. Zato sada Dilas i ostala Zuta elita iskage iz svakog ¢oska kako bi gradane
opet prevarili i vratili se u fotelje i nastavili gde su stali sa pliackom

Q1 m 1 Q s

Dragana
@gagolinical

\

N
|/ ZA0-9% ) ~
\_~ "~ "%/

JR{E5E: @poslednjimohik2& A, @VeseliUmetnikE A, ftl4.A

Na Rome su gledali kao na stoku a ne narod,
s tim sto se ni sa stokom ne postupa kako je
Djilas sa njima. A imaju obraza sada da ih
uopste pomenu.

4:48 - 201852520

MDY YT—k 1EOLnR @@ @

@ 1 (WA

Figure 11: Pro-Vucdié accounts reply to a tweet by the Democratic Party. All of
these accounts are now suspended. Via archive.org.

In other cases, the accounts would dogpile onto anti-opposition tweets to give
them the appearance of greater resonance. A tweet from Dragan Vucicevié
crudely attacking the opposition politician Borko Stefanovi¢ (an assault on
whom was the immediate cause for the “1 of 5 million” protests) was replied to
64 times by the accounts. Vuéiéevié’s tweet still suggests the degree to which
the replies were made up of tweets from accounts in this network:

14
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Tweet

Oparaw J. Byanhesuh
adjvucicevic

MpeTuw xexw, jyHaunHo?! MHoro cv xpabap?
Musgo!
Tu cu jenna mana, egHa, ynnawena iwyacka
HULITHLE, TaYHK]e PEYeHO NUYKKLa.
TanHo To cv T @BorkoStef. U To hew 3aysek u
ocTaTh. Hrko U HUWTa!
# Borko Stefanovié @BorkoStef - Jan 20
E da... evo je | Vladanka, Vudiceva Euvarka medijske stege.
Misli, uvek ce moéi u konsalting, samo je radila svoj posao

Misli, neée ovo nikad proéi. Bolje vidite &ta ¢ete posle i kako
se nosi ta kolitina prljave savesti. twitter.com/sns_srbija/sta

03 AM - Jan 22, 2020 - Twitter for N,

316 Retweets 388 Likes

zeka 4 @zekaRogerzeka - Jan 22
Replying to ucicevi d yrkoStef
ade si bre Draganie $to sam te jebo na tavance, zide
dodi da nam pusi§ ceo kurac, radi§ to godinama dobar si
Povedi i laljivog smrada od Zefi¢a on to radi Seelju
mrtvom godinama i on je dobar, dabome/
SVA TROJICA ODMAH JEBENO.

avu
@djvucicevic

sredsednikSRS

3 . - .

Mister G @Dzi_Mister - Jan 22
Replying to @djvucicevic and ®BorkoStef

Kolike vidim, “jadna,bedna,uplagena ljudska nistica” si
jedino ti..

Zoran @Zorand6764288 - Jan 22
2 Replying to @d ic @MiroslavPetr and @BorkoStef

Nigtica se ne pide éirilicom, napredno-retardirana ovco
rutavih tabana &
This Tweet is from a suspended account. Learn more
wore reply
his Tweet is fram a suspended account. Learn
1mc repi
This Tweet is from a suspended account. Learn
nore replies

This Tweet is from a suspended account. Learn more

i Milos Petrovic ovic - Jan 22
*. Replying to @d
Govnaru ljigavi bolje posavetuj gazdu da joj oduzme nalog
na tviteru poéto pie, govori i obraca se ljudima sa
zvaniénog naloga viadajuce stranke kao napismana i
prosta seljanéura

vic and @BorkoStef

10

Djoka73 @djoka73 - Jan 22
Replying to @djvucicevic and @BorkoStef

Cmari¢eviéu zadto se svadad sa ogledalom?

a
Mahatma Gandi @ Gandi76 - Jan 22
Replying to @djvucicevic and @BorkoStef
Nigtica?

This Tweet is from a suspended account. Learn more
wore repl
This Tweet is from a suspended acc arn
M Cala @eachanmine . lan 25

Figure 12: A tweet attacking the opposition politician Borko Stefanovi¢ show-
ing replies from now-suspended accounts.

The 64 replies were uniform in their opprobrium for Stefanovi¢ and his allies:

+ “The evil, violence and insult in the brains of Bosco, Borko, Sergei and
other opposition minds do not sleep. These attributes are always at their
disposal and thus they would rule over the people.” [“Zlo, nasilje i vred-
janje u mozgovima Boska,Borka, Sergeja i ostalih opozicionih umova ne
spava.Tim atrbitima uvek raspolazu i time bi vladali nad narodom.”]
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« “SzS [Alliance for Serbia] are common bullies, sectarians, abusers and
miserable bullies.” [“SzS su obicni nasilnici, sektasi, zlostavljaci i bedni
zastrasivaci.”’]

« “Borko is a hero on twitter, in his soul the most ordinary c***... a nothing
of a man. It’s their politics, threats, violence, lies!” [“Borko junacina na
tvitetru, u dusi naj obicnija p... nistak od coveka. To je njihova politika,
pretnje, nasilje, laz!”]

Weighing in on Twitter disputes and dogpiling onto opposition tweets did
not just alter the Twitter landscape in favor of SNS-aligned figures and to the
detriment of the opposition; in some cases, these tweets would get taken up
by web publications as “organic” critical content:

é
Kada je vama Pajti¢ mnogo dobar ortak, nije ni cudo sto vas
gradani sve skupa ne podnose
— Svetovid (@SvetovidCA) October 12, 2018

é
HetLuto cMepajy, ann HULLITa He MOry Aa nocTurHy. Jepemuh
u Majtnh otryToBanun y ncropujy.
— MupjaHa Kyjosuh (@1kujovic) October 13, 2018

Lepota je u o¢ima posmatraca, a svako gleda na ovu fotku iz drugog ugla:

G2 Vuk Jeremié¢ & @jeremic_vuk - Oct 12, 2018 14
U dobrom drustvu u Novom Sadu! @PajticBojan

snezana novakovic

@smiljanadjo
Lepo mesto,dobri ljudi,pozitivne vibracije.
Blago Vama ©

Q4 2:34PM-0ct 12,2018 ®

& See snezana novakovic's other Tweets >

Figure 13: A piece on espreso.rs quoting @lkujovic’s disparaging tweet about
Jeremié. The tweet reads: “They’re doing something, but they can’t accom-
plish anything. Jeremic and Pajtic have departed for history.”

Searches for other usernames in the dataset show that it was not unusual
for tweets like this one to get picked up by online outlets; some pieces cite
tweets from multiple accounts in the network. Nor were Serbian websites
the only to notice their work; in reporting on Putin’s visit to Serbia in 2019, a
Russian publication cited one of the tweets as evidence of the warm reception
Putin received. This kind of propagation suggests that the network’s influence
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extended beyond Twitter—although it is impossible to assess the extent of this
influence with much precision.

4.4 #Minhen

It is clear that, by pumping up pro-Vuéié hashtags, disseminating SNS-aligned
content, and attacking the opposition, these accounts could hope to tilt the
Twitter landscape generally in the administration’s favor. But a narrower
example might illustrate how this operation engaged with daily political life
in Serbia and pursued the pressing issues of the moment. In February 2019,
Vudié attended the Munich Security Conference. One of his priorities was
to demonstrate to US and EU leaders that he was prepared to compromise
with Kosovo without giving up any of Serbia’s leverage in the conflict. While
the Conference produced little progress on these issues, the network of Twit-
ter accounts kicked into gear to assure Serbian Twitter users that Vucic¢ was
taking all the necessary steps. These accounts coalesced around #Minhen
(“Munich”):

#Minhen

Tweet Time Total Engagement

February -500 1,208

280

Number of Tweets

16 18 20 22 | 1 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20 22 | 2 6 8 10 12 14 16 18 20 22 | 4 6 8 10 12 15 17 19 21 | 6 8 11 16 19 21 | 6 9 13 22

Figure 14: Number of tweets featuring #Minhen per hour, February 15-22,
2019

Some of the first tweets supported Vucié’s appeals for compromise: “We are not
griping to anyone, we are looking for a sustainable solution #Minhen @avucic,”
tweeted @bixi_86. At the same time, @mastilol1 tweeted: “A solution for
KiM [Kosovo and Metohija] must be sought through compromise. #Minhen
@avucic.”

Others praised Vucic¢’s leadership: “With @avucic Serbia is represented in the
world in the best possible light. #Minhen.” Still others worked to reinforce the
idea that tariffs imposed by Kosovo on goods from Serbia—one of the main
sticking points in the tit for tat that has prevented a compromise—would be
the real reason for any failure to reach an agreement: “We have fulfilled all our
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obligations and until Pristina does what it signed in the Brussels Agreement
and abolishes the tariffs, there can be no more dialogue. #Minhen @avucic.”

The network continued to cheerlead Vuci¢ over the course of the Conference,
producing over 4,000 such tweets and retweets with the hashtag #Minhen.
After a panel in which Vuci¢ and Hashim Thaci, President of Kosovo, failed to
make progress on the issue, one of the tweets with the most engagement (99
total interactions) summarized the event for readers: “Yesterday, the public
heard the truth about Serbia’s unequal struggle to preserve Kosovo. The public
could see @avucic’s struggle with the truth and arguments that Kosovo is not
a state but is part of Serbia and no compromise can be found without us.
#BudocnostSrbije #Minhen.”

Other Munich-related tweets attacked Serbia’s opposition parties for under-
mining Vuci¢’s efforts: “The constant struggle of @avucic to attract investors,
to strengthen the economy, to strengthen cooperation with countries around
the world, to solve the issue of Kosovo with a clear attitude, while some Serbs,
those in opposition, whistle, stroll about, and spit on their country #minhen.”

The accounts’ activity around #Minhen illustrates how the network could use
a comparatively minor event in Serbian political life in support of its general
goals. The dataset provided by Twitter contains many such examples—evi-
dence that, while the network resembled spam in some ways, it also displayed
a high level of political engagement.
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5 Conclusion

The data provided by Twitter reveals an extensive campaign to influence
Serbian Twitter users. More than 8,500 accounts worked over the course of
several years—ramping up their activity in mid-2018 and 2019 in particular—to
boost the SNS and its leader, Aleksandar Vuéié. They did this by retweeting and
posting cheerleading replies to Vucié-aligned tweets (more than 12.5 million
retweets of pro-Vuéi¢ accounts); by sharing links to content on Vucic¢-aligned
websites (more than 14.8 million links); and by attacking Vuéié¢’s opponents,
especially the Alliance for Serbia. While a precise connection between this
network and SNS has not been established, there can be no doubt, given the
content these accounts shared and the time period in which they were active,
that this network was intended to boost Vuci¢’s election chances in early 2017
and to combat the “1 of 5 Million” protests in 2018-2020.
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The Stanford Internet Observatory is a cross-disciplinary program of research, teach-
ing and policy engagement for the study of abuse in current information technologies,
with a focus on social media. The Observatory was created to learn about the abuse
of the internet in real time, and to translate our research discoveries into training
and policy innovations for the public good.
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